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INTRODUCTION


Charlotte Armstrong was a hard-working and talented writer across a wide spectrum of genres, including journalism, poetry, drama, and mystery fiction. Born and raised in Vulcan, an iron-mining town on Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, in 1897, she spent two years at the University of Wisconsin before moving to New York City, where she earned her Bachelor of Arts degree from Barnard in 1925. After working in an office for a brief time, she became a fashion reporter until marrying advertising executive Jack Lewi in 1928.


After marriage, the Lewis settled in New Rochelle, where, while raising their three children, Armstrong honed her craft and experimented with writing in various forms. She wrote poetry that was published in The New Yorker; she wrote plays, inspired by her work with local high school students in a small theater, and had two produced on Broadway; eventually, she tried her hand at writing mystery fiction. While her poetry and plays achieved modest success—The Happiest Day (1939) and Ring Around Elizabeth (1941) ran for seven and ten performances respectively—her mystery writing caught on much more quickly. Beginning with Lay On, MacDuff (1942), Armstrong wrote three consecutive detective novels featuring Professor MacDougal Duff.


She then turned to writing stand-alones. With her fourth title, the suspense novel The Unsuspected (1946), originally serialized in the Saturday Evening Post, Armstrong finally enjoyed widespread popularity as well as critical accolades. The book was a success on every count, even if it was controversial: while reviewers generally praised the quality of the writing and the skill of the author, some criticized the story’s unorthodox structure, which revealed the murderer’s identity almost at the outset of the story. Still, even those critics had to concede that the book’s suspense was not diminished at all by this structure, and had they known more about the long tradition of the mystery novel at the time, they may have recognized antecedents that showed Armstrong’s writing as part of a lineage, and not, as was claimed, a rejection of narrative norms.


This, of course, was before Columbo, one of the most successful television shows of all time, which made a commonplace element of suspense fiction the challenge of discovering where the culprit went wrong and how he would be caught. But long before Columbo or The Unsuspected, R. Austin Freeman, one of the giants of the British Golden Age, became famous for having invented this type of plot, known as the inverted detective story. Between Freeman and Armstrong, many others had written in this same style, including Anthony Berkeley Cox, Freeman Wills Croft, and Dorothy L. Sayers.


Controversy or no, the book was a hit, and when Hollywood bought the rights, Armstrong and her family moved to Southern California for the filming and decided to stay, taking up residence in Glendale.


The 1947 film adaptation was directed by Michael Curtiz for Warner Brothers soon after his great successes with Casablanca and Mildred Pierce. Although the storyline took a great number of liberties with the novel, it was well-received and was enhanced by an excellent cast that included Claude Rains, Joan Caulfield, and Audrey Totter.


The film version veered from the book’s plot to some degree, transforming the novel into a noir film. It is largely remembered today for a single, characteristically noir scene in which a blackmailed man tries unsuccessfully to drown out his violent thoughts in a dark hotel room; as his window frames the neon sign for the establishment, “hotel peekskill,” in a way that perfectly isolates the letters “kill,” his solace is instead assaulted by the flashing word that pries at his darkest thoughts.


The move to Hollywood allowed Armstrong to devote her full attention to writing, giving rise to a period of unusual prolificity for the author, during which she produced numerous short stories, novelettes, and more than twenty additional novels. She also wrote television scripts, including several that were produced by Alfred Hitchcock.


Suspense and peril to the young and the elderly are the characteristics of the Charlotte Armstrong mystery, and never more powerfully than in Mischief (1950), which featured a psychopathic babysitter. The novel became the basis for the rather dark film Don’t Bother to Knock (1952), which starred Richard Widmark, Marilyn Monroe, and Anne Bancroft.


Armstrong has been described as the leading moralist in the mystery writing community, with a profound understanding of the psychology of individuals and of groups of ordinary people, mainly eschewing an examination of the abnormal psychology that so fascinated such authors as Margaret Millar and Patricia Highsmith. Her characters are sane, decent people who find themselves in difficult situations or are trying to protect the innocent, and who emerge triumphant because their fundamental decency will defeat the evil antagonists with whom they battle.


Charlotte Armstrong was nominated for six Edgar Allan Poe awards (three times for best novel, three times for best short story), winning for best novel in 1957 for A Dram of Poison. The Unsuspected was selected as one of the best mystery novels of all time by Howard Haycraft and Frederic Dannay (half of the Ellery Queen writing team) in their “Definitive Library of Detective-Crime-Mystery Fiction.”	


—OTTO PENZLER
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On a February Monday, in the afternoon, too late for lunch, too early for tea, the restaurant was nearly empty. A party of stout “girls” were quarreling over the check with high-pitched, playful cries. Two men at another table were eating very fast and swapping manly gossip.


A blond girl in a powder-blue suit was waiting in the lobby. She was a butter-and-eggs, sugar-and-cream kind of girl, with yellow hair, pink-and-white skin, round blue eyes. Her small nose, snubbed up at the end, might have been drawn by an illustrator of children’s books. She was cute.


The man who came in very fast through the revolving door might have been roughly classified as tall, dark and handsome. He was muscular and a trifle too thin for his expensive suit. His face had a bleak and guarded expression. The girl in blue got up. They were not alike. You wouldn’t have guessed from their meeting that they were blood relatives. But if you had watched them wisely you would have known them to be close in understanding, and that she was anxious about him.


She put her hand on his sleeve. “Let’s get us a corner.”


The man’s face loosened a little. “How are you, Jane?”


“All right.”


There were plenty of empty corners. They found a table against the partition that bounded the bar. “No uniform any more,” she commented.


The man didn’t answer. He looked across the big room with all the clean white tablecloths. It was very warm and dim and quiet, with soft music coming over the radio in the bar behind them. He looked down at five different kinds of spoons. His left hand massaged the familiar ache in his right forearm.


Jane said, “I had to see you. I was afraid you’d go up there.”


“Up to Dedham, Connecticut? Why would I go up there?” He drew a breath. He didn’t want to talk about it. He had hoped she wouldn’t talk about it. He said, “She isn’t even buried there.”


“No,” said Jane.


“She’s dead.”


“Yes.”


“And that’s that.” She began to murmur something, but he said, “How’ve you been?”—warning her off.


“All right,” said Jane again. She had picked up her purse and was holding it tightly with both hands. “Did Rosaleen write you often, Fran?”


“Of course she wrote.” He moved his shoulders impatiently.


“What are you thinking?”


“I thought maybe,” he said, “we could meet and have a bite without—”


Jane said, “You’re the only one I can talk to.”


“Then don’t ask foolish questions,” he said unhappily. “You know what I’m thinking. Naturally, I’m wondering why. Why?” He spread both hands flat on the table, as if he were going to push it aside and get up and leave. “If you know why, then you can tell me and get it over. Why did Rosaleen want to die so much that she had to hang herself?” He got it out brutally. It was what he was thinking.


Jane’s pretty face began to look pinched, as if she were cold. Francis leaned back against the seat. “I want to understand it,” he said more quietly. “And I’m prepared to understand it. Go ahead. And if you’ve got to go gently,” he sighed, “I guess I can stand it.”


“I’ve got to go slow,” she said, a bit stubbornly. “Rosaleen wrote me a letter.” She opened her bag and took out the letter. He could see Rosaleen’s pretty handwriting, sloping back and running a little uphill.


“I don’t want to read it, Jane.”


“All right.” She put the letter down on the tablecloth. “I don’t want you to do anything but listen to me a few minutes. Fran, could you try … not to wince away so much?”


He didn’t answer, but he relaxed a little. He knew she wouldn’t talk about it just to hurt him. She began with care.


“Rosaleen must have written you about her job—about Luther Grandison, didn’t she?”


“That’s her boss.”


“You know who he is?”


“Sure. I know. He was a director for the stage and the movies, wasn’t he? The one who did all those wonderful melodramas years ago? Wrote a book of memoirs—famous guy.”


“Yes,” said Jane. “Well—” She picked up her fork and put it into the creamed chicken.


“So Rosaleen fell in love with her boss,” said Francis.


Jane’s fingers opened and the fork fell. “No, no, no! Lord, he’s more than sixty! He’s an ugly old man! He’s not like that. That isn’t it at all.”


“What then?”


She didn’t answer. She was looking at him as if she’d had a glimpse of the fantastic regions of his mind.


“Look, Janey, I said I was prepared to understand, but you don’t seem to get it. I simply mean that it’s been a long time and I realize what time can do. Rosaleen’s been in the back of my life, the back of my mind—the back of my heart, if you want to put it that way—ever since I can remember. We were kids. We were cousins. Everybody paired us off in the old days. But time’s gone by and we’ve been apart, and maybe she grew up and changed. What I’m trying to tell you is that if she did change and got mixed up emotionally—”


“But she hadn’t changed,” Jane said. “She hadn’t changed at all.”


Well then, he thought, the girl who had died still was Rosaleen, unchanged. Little and dark and tense and vivid. Her heels tapped quickly across a remembered room. The way she walked, the way she turned her head, the straight set of her shoulders, her pale skin, her black hair, her red dresses and her thin red mouth were alive again.


He forced his eyes to focus. “Then why?” he burst “Then why did she do it?”


Jane put her hand on his fist “No reason.”


“No—”


“There simply wasn’t anything,” she said. “Now sit still, Fran. This is what I’ve got to tell you: First, there was something in this letter. I’ll show you in a minute. Cousin Hilda had to go up there to Dedham and get—bring her—bring the body back. There wasn’t anyone else to do it. Geoffrey was down in bed, sick. You were overseas. Buddy’s gone. So of course I went too. All the time on the train Hilda kept saying she couldn’t understand, she couldn’t understand. That’s what I thought you’d say. You know as well as we do how Rosaleen believed in everything. She was even—well, religious in a way, wouldn’t you say? And not a bit afraid. She always stood right up to everything. She just couldn’t have done it! That’s what Cousin Hilda said. And I felt that too. There are some things you can’t believe, even when they happen.”


“Go on,” he said tonelessly.


“When the train pulled in, I saw him out the window. This Luther Grandison. He was out there on the platform. I took one look, and he was kind of … stagy! Standing there, looking tragic, and people all around, watching him! Fran, it made me mad! I had the feeling somebody’d written the script I—” Jane stopped.


He said gently, “What did you do?”


“I had a brainstorm. I told Cousin Hilda to pretend I hadn’t come. And I went up to him after the services and asked for Rosaleen’s job. I got it, Fran. I’m Grandison’s secretary. He doesn’t know I ever knew her. I’m Miss Moynihan.”


He said, “Why?”


Jane said violently, “Because I hate him! I want you to listen. He talks on the air at four o’clock. He’s a guest.”


He had turned on the bench to look down on her. He seemed calm and detached. “So you hate Luther Grandison. What’s it got to do with Rosaleen?”


Jane hesitated. “You know how she … did it, don’t you? And you know she left a note? You know what it said?”


“Hilda put the clipping in her letter.” His voice was flat.


“Didn’t you think it was funny she didn’t mention a name of any of us, even you?”


“I thought it sounded sick,” said Francis. “And religious, maybe.”


“You know she didn’t sign it?” He moved his shoulders. “Fran, I found that note!”


“You found it?”


“I mean I found the text of it, in a book.”


He kept looking at her, and his scalp seemed to lift and settle, his face changed. “Go on.”


“It was copied out in her handwriting, but, Francis, it was copied. Out of an old book of trials in Scotland. One of those old cases. You know, he’s kind of an authority on murder.”


“Murder?” said Francis.


His voice was light and rather gentle. They were the only customers in the whole room now. The soft music from the bar was punctuated by the click of silver, off in a corner, where a busboy was sorting it away.


Francis was thinking. Murder. One person dead, that meant. He’d seen them die in quantities, seen the flames come up like an answer from the earth beneath. Yet when it was just one, alone, that was murder. There was something a little bit quaint and out of joint in the mixed values.


Jane said, “What shall I do?”


Francis picked up a spoon and balanced it on his finger. “You think Rosaleen was murdered?” He might have been asking, Do you think it’s going to rain? “By whom?” he said.


“By Luther Grandison.”


All he said, again, was, “Why?”


“Read the letter.”


He took up the letter; his eyes raced through. Stuff about the weather, kidding stuff about Jane and Buddy. “Who is Tyl?” His voice was different; suddenly it had become crisp and demanding.


“Tyl’s Mathilda. One of Grandison’s wards. He has two—two girls. They lived there with him most of the time.”


“Who’s Althea?”


“That’s the other one—the beautiful one. She’s married to Oliver Keane now. Look.”


Jane’s finger pointed out the paragraph Rosaleen had written in her breezy style:


The old spider makes out like money’s too, too vulgar, but he had his reasons why he’d rather marry off Althea. Some day I’ll tell you what makes me say that. It makes me mad. He’s so smooth and philosophical, you tend to get fooled. The last thing on earth you’d imagine would be what I’m … imagining! Sorry, hon. Let it go until I see you.


But her pen had refused to leave the subject. The scrawl went angrily on:


Nobody can tell me money’s not like the blood in his veins! And if he’s so wise, why doesn’t he know that Tyl’s heart is broken? Because it’s broken, Jane, a real smash! And that’s an awful thing to be in the same house with. She’s going away, thank God. And Oliver’s moving in.


I think he does know it’s broken! I don’t think he cares! I think he is perfectly selfish! I think— Sorry, I’m in a bad mood. I feel like throwing things. Excuse it, please, and love.


YOUR ROSALEEN.


“Well?” said Francis coolly.


Jane said eagerly, tumbling the story out, “Matilda was the rich one—very, very rich. Her parents both got killed in the same accident when she was a little girl. Her father lived just long enough to turn her and all the money over to Grandison. And it was Mathilda that Oliver Keane was engaged to. And only two days before their wedding, he went and married the other one.”


“Althea?”


“Yes, Althea Conover, and she’s not rich at all. Of course, she’s gorgeous, and I guess poor Mathilda wasn’t so hot. Althea’s the daughter of another friend. Grandy took her in.”


“Grandy?”


“That’s what the girls call him. Now, here’s the thing, Fran. This is the way Mathilda’s money was fixed. She was to make her own will at twenty-one, and she did. But she didn’t get the money then. She was to get control whenever she married! Don’t you see?”


“No,” said Francis.


“Grandy didn’t want her to get married. So there must have been something funny about the money.”


He shook his head.


“I don’t care,” she insisted. “What if he’d done something he shouldn’t? What if Rosaleen did find out? She’d bring it right out in the open. You know she would. She wouldn’t have stopped to think to be afraid. So, you see?”


“He killed her because she knew too much,” said Francis, and began to laugh. It was pretty rusty laughter.


Jane said, “I’ll give up the job and go home, if you say so.” Jane’s tea was cold. “Just the same,” she said, “if Rosaleen felt like throwing things, that’s not a suicidal mood.”


Francis’ face darkened. He looked at the date on the letter. “So a man of over sixty took hold of a lively little dame like Rosaleen Wright and hung her up by the neck? And she just quietly let him? Come, Jane.”


“It’s a soundproof room.”


“It is?” he said.


“He could have talked the noose around her neck,” said Jane bitterly. “The man can talk!” She looked at her watch.


“But hanging!” he burst out. “Why not poison? Why not—”


Jane broke open a hard roll. “If the note he got her to copy happens to talk about hanging, as it did, then maybe he thought it had better be hanging.” She put butter on the roll and then put the roll down on her plate and pushed the plate away. She put her fingertips to her temples. “I’m not trying to believe this. If you really think I’m crazy, Fran, I wish you’d tell me so.”


He said, “Honey, I don’t know.”


The waiter was getting nervous. Those two. They didn’t eat. Now they weren’t even talking. The man had looked kinda sad and tired when they came in, but now— Cripes, the guy was boiling. Whatever she told him, it sure made him mad. The waiter went over and got himself a drink of water, watching over the brim of the glass.


Jane whimpered, “I wish I hadn’t said anything. Now I’ve got you upset, and what’s the use?”


Francis turned his head and brought himself back. He’d been thinking, when they killed yours you killed them. That’s the way it was in the war. But this was going to be different. He knew he had to get the anger swallowed under, and think about proof and stuff like that, think legal. Move slowly. Be sure. Put it in the department of the brain.


“Find out,” he said aloud.


“The trouble is, I don’t see how,” said Jane. “Fran, I know there’s something wrong. I know it as I know I’ve got a hole in the heel of my stocking, where it doesn’t show. First I guessed and then I wondered, but the longer I’m up there in that house, the better I know it! I feel it! I smell it! And still I can’t see what to do.”


Francis beckoned and the waiter came sidling over. “Take this junk away and bring us sandwiches and coffee. Any kind.”


“First you think, ‘Go to the police,’” Jane was saying. “All right. With what will we go to the police? I’ve thought and thought—”


“Walk in,” he murmured, “and say, ‘I’m Miss Wright’s fiancé. I don’t think she committed suicide. I think she was murdered.’”


Jane nodded. “They’d say, ‘Why?’”


“Naturally. So I say, ‘Well, she didn’t compose her own suicide note.’” He frowned.


“But they say,” Jane took it up, “‘Who did it?’ And you say, ‘Why, that nationally known figure, Mr. Luther Grandison, the famous director, the man who staged Dead Men Do Talk with Lillian Jellico in 1920.’” She looked at her wrist. “Oh, quick, we’re missing it. Tell him to ask the bartender. The radio. I want you to hear Grandison.”


“You know what he’s going to say?”


“Of course I do. But I want you to hear.”


Francis hailed a busboy, and Jane gave the message. Francis said, “Where were we? The police were laughing.”


“Oh, they’d be laughing, all right,” said Jane. “We say, ‘We think he might have stolen some money from a ward of his, and his secretary found out and might have been threatening to expose him.’ Then they laugh fit to die. They’d say, ‘But Mr. Grandison made a lot of money in the theater before he retired. And in the movies. And his book.’ They’d say, ‘Prove it.’”


“Yeah,” said Francis. His eyes had a kind of light behind them or deep within. “How are we going to prove it?”


“Well, there’s a lawyer,” said Jane wearily, “who comes up once in a while. He takes care of everything. Grandy doesn’t. I write all the checks to pay the house bills. Grandy signs them without even looking. He won’t talk about money. He won’t look at figures. He pretends it’s all so vulgar and distressing; says it affects his digestion. Says life should simply flow.”


“Does he talk like that?”


“Oh, lordy, lordy, you have no idea how he talks.”


“I’ve read his—”


Jane put up her hand. “Listen.” The bartender had changed stations on the radio. Music was cut off. Instead, there was a voice. Jane’s hand came down and her fingers fastened on his wrist. The place was quiet enough so that they could hear clearly. It was easy to hear and to understand that persuasive voice. If you began to listen, it caught you. It wove a musical snare for your attention, and then it spun a web of words to hold you, smooth words that came pouring without effort, pouring forth, delicately inflected, persuasive, fascinating.


“How many masks do we meet in a day?” the voice was saying. The cadences were full of regret and wonder, and a little relish. “How many ordinary human faces, two eyes, a nose and a mouth? The man on the bus, the clerk behind the counter, each has a secret. And there are some whose secret is not innocent, but who must wear their masks until they die. I call them The Unsuspected.”


Jane’s nails went into the flesh on Francis’ wrist.


“I myself know such a man.” This was Luther Grandison speaking. This was his voice. “Yes, I know a man who has committed that gravest and most interesting of all crimes, the crime of murder, and who never has been suspected at all. No, he lives, and has lived for years, wearing his mask, taken for one of us, ordinary, going about his daily business, and yet he did it! I say, he did it!” The voice fell. “I say I know. I had better add that the authorities also know. But alas, such knowing is not legal proof.” The voice was so sorry. It was sorry about everything, but faintly pleased too.


“You see, with all our cleverness, we do not know how to tear the mask from his face. And, indeed, were I to give his name, he might use the law itself to punish me for what he would call libel. And yet”—in a thrilling whisper—“he did it!”


A beat of silence. Then the voice said softly, and it licked its chops with relish now, “Oh, they are among us. The Unsuspected! There’s many a murder, not only unsolved but unheard of, unknown … unknown. You may be sure, men and women have gone to their graves, quietly assisted, with no fuss and no bother.”


The voice died. It left its audience with that delicious little shudder that Luther Grandison knew how to give them. His famous trick of putting terror into the commonplace. It was like the little touches in his plays, the Grandison touches, in which he took the ordinary, and gave it just a little flip, and it was terrifying.


Jane opened her eyes. “That’s Grandy. You see?”


Francis sat still with angry white face. “The Unsuspected,” he murmured. “Has he got the crust to mean himself?”
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“Suppose I go to see this lawyer?” His voice was sharp and angry.


“You can’t walk in there and say, ‘Look, folks, I want to see all the dope on the Frazier fortune.’”


“The law could.”


“The law won’t!” she wailed. “He’s unsuspected. And, Fran, if you try to stir up something that way, I can see what would happen. He’d be ever so gentle with you. But he’d treat you like a museum piece. He’d put you in his collection of psychopaths. By the time he got through, everybody would be so sorry for the poor young fiancé, unbalanced by grief.”


“Like that, eh?” The rich purr of Grandy’s voice hung remembered between them. “Well, let that go for a minute,” snapped Francis. “Start another way. How did he do it?”


“He’s even got an alibi,” said Jane despairingly. “Althea was with him. I mean, she saw Rosaleen alive, and after that Grandy was with her all the time, until they found—”


“Althea saw her?”


“Well, heard her speak, anyway.”


Francis’ eyes lit again. “What if we could show the alibi’s a fake?”


“If we could! Fran, do you think a private detective—”


Francis let his lips go into something like a smile. “I think I’ll attend to this myself,” he said.


Jane moaned. She took hold of his hand, but he twisted it around and patted hers reassuringly. “We’re going to have to assume he did it,” he said in a moment. “Because if he really did, in fact, in cold blood, then this Grandison is dangerous.”


Jane agreed. “He’s dangerous.”


The waiter came with their new order. Francis bit into the sandwich. They were both hungry, suddenly.


“Could I get at those girls?” he asked her.


“Mathilda’s drowned,” said Jane, with her mouth full.


“She’s what? How?”


Jane read his mind. “Oh, no, Grandy couldn’t have had anything to do with it. She started out for Bermuda and the ship went down—oh, five weeks ago. They haven’t heard a thing since.”


“So she’s drowned. That’s the rich one?”


“Uh-huh.”


“She was lost before this happened to Rosaleen?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Who gets her dough?”


“He does.”


“Grandison?”


“Yes, that’s her will. Of course, they keep hoping Mathilda’s still alive. They can’t do anything about the money yet.”


“Meanwhile, he still controls it?”


“Of course.”


Francis thought awhile. “How can I get to Althea?”


“What do you mean, get to her?”


“Talk to her. Get to know her. Well enough to ask a lot of interesting questions.”


“You can’t,” said Jane. “There’s no way.” He looked at her. “Listen, Fran; in the first place, she’s a bride. She and Oliver are still honeymooning. She sticks around their crowd, besides, and it’s a closed crowd. Nobody could get in.”


“Want to bet?”


“No, because I know. Grandy’d never bother with somebody just nice and ordinary and civilized and in between, like you, Fran. Somebody famous, maybe. Or somebody very humble. But not you. And, you see, if he didn’t take you up, you’d never get to Althea.”


“Is that so?” said Francis with a kind of mild surprise. “Could I get in there as a servant? I’ve never tried, but I don’t doubt I could be a butler, for instance.”


“No servants.”


“No servants at all!”


“Not a one. He doesn’t believe in them. He says they’d limit his complete freedom.”


“No chauffeur, even?”


“Oh, no. He drives himself around in an old jalopy. He wears an old brown hat.”


“I could be the gas man.”


“Where would that get you?”


“Nowhere,” he admitted. He drummed his fingers on the table.


“Fran,” she said, “remember, I’m in there, after all.”


“You lie low, Auntie Jane.” He smiled. The absurdity of their relationship amused him once more. His father’s baby sister, Jane was. His cute little Aunt Jane. “You keep your little old nose out of this. In fact, maybe you’d better not go back at all.”


“Oh, don’t worry. He thinks I’m a dumb blonde.”


“Lots of people do, and they’re so wrong,” said Francis. “How am I going to get in there? Couldn’t I pretend to be some famous character?”


“I doubt if you could hoax him. He’s such a shrewd old—”


“Never mind. Would it be possible for you to lure Althea out to meet me?”


“Althea thinks the sun rises and sets with her Grandy,” Jane warned him.


“How about this Oliver? What kind of guy is he?”


Jane wrinkled her nose. “Oh, he’s all right. He’s pleasant. He’s the kind of man who understands women’s hats.”


“Lord.”


“Of course, he thinks Grandy’s practically God. They all do.”


“Maybe Grandy does,” said Francis grimly.


They both drank some coffee. He tried again. “Could I hire myself out to that lawyer, get into his office?”


“I don’t know, Fran, I don’t think you’d find anything. Surely he wouldn’t let there be records.”


Francis shook his head. “How did Rosaleen find out?”


Jane looked blank.


“Instinct tells me I’ve got to get to know Althea,” he insisted.


“But, Fran, how could I lure her out? What could I say? ‘Come and meet somebody who thinks your guardian is a stinker’? And if you hinted anything like that, she’d go straight back to Grandy—”


“Then you mustn’t have anything to do with my meeting her,” said Francis promptly. “I see. And yet I’ve got to get at her.”


“You watch out for Althea. She’s got silver eyes.”


“Do you think,” said Francis, and suddenly he looked very old, “that any woman, with or without silver eyes, is going to bother me?”


Jane drank some more coffee. Francis was looking down. She hated the drawn line of his cheek, the too-thin look of him. This wasn’t the Francis she loved, who was sure of things, the one all other girls immediately assumed to be mysterious and exciting. He wasn’t mysterious to her, not even now. She was his little old Aunt Jane, and she knew what ailed him was only sorrow, and that bitter anger he was holding leashed and ready. And God knew what he’d been through in the war, besides.


But Fran, bitter and old, missing that something wild and nimble in his spirit, that quicksilver quality. She thought, outraged, He’s only twenty-five. She babbled out loud, unhappily, “I’m not belittling your fatal charm, darling. But it’s not a good moment to establish yourself as Althea’s boy friend.”


“Let it go,” said Francis irritably. Then, in a minute, he lifted his head. “Suppose I were Mathilda’s boy friend?”


Jane felt a little shock. “They say— I mean, there wasn’t anyone but Oliver.”


“They’re so wrong,” said Francis softly. He kept his head up. She saw his nostrils quiver. “How old was Mathilda?”


“Twenty-two.”


“That’s fine. I think I’ll be Mathilda’s boy friend, all upset because she’s drowned.”


“But Fran—”


“When did she sail on this fatal ship?”


“In January.”


“From New York? Alone?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Then she met me in New York. I’m a new boy friend.”


“But, Fran, she went off with a broken heart. You can’t pretend—”


He wasn’t listening. He went ahead. “Was she here in the city long before she sailed? How long, Jane?”


“Three days.”


“All that time?” said Francis, in a pleased way. “And she was alone?”


“She was alone. Don’t you see, it must have been that she ran away from the situation. There was that newly married pair moving in. Althea’d copped off her man. It must have been a hideous blow.”


He didn’t say anything. Jane, watching him, suddenly remembered the time he’d gone out and bet his allowance on a horse race, and won enough to buy his mother a wildly extravagant bracelet for Christmas. He had just that crazy gleam, that funny high-sailing look, as if now he wasn’t going to bother to use the ground. He was going to take to the air. His spurning look. He’d get these reckless streaks, as if something in his will, or something mysteriously lucky, or some fantastic kind of foresight, would signal to him. He’d scare everybody to death. Then it would come out all right. This was the old Fran, the one she loved, with that leaping look.


“By gum, why didn’t I marry the girl?” he asked, as if this were a reasonable question.


Her heart turned over. “Marry what girl?”


“Mathilda. Obviously, I married Mathilda.”


“No! Fran!”


“Now, wait. Think about it. Be logical.”


“Logical!” said Jane. “Oh, gosh! Logical!” She hung on to the table. “Now, just a min—”


“But that does it! She’s the one with the money. See here, Jane, sooner or later won’t they have to presume she’s not coming back from her watery grave? Ah-ha, but when she married me, you know, she technically got control of her own money. So I’m the guy that’ll be right there, asking bright, intelligent questions, when the books are opened.”


Jane stuttered, “She w-willed it to Grandy.”


“Never mind.” He brushed her off. “I’ll fix that. I’m an interested party. That’s enough. That’ll do it. And besides—look, honey. I go up there. Most natural thing in the world. My God, my bride! I’m all upset. I want to be with her nearest and dearest. Don’t I? So I talk about her. So I talk. I talk to everybody. I talk to Althea. I’m a tragic figure. Althea’s going to be powerful sorry for me.” His eyebrows flew up. He looked full of the devil.


“But, Fran—”


“Don’t say ‘But, Fran.’ Ask questions. Be helpful.”


“No, no. Listen.” Jane struck the table with her fist. “Don’t underrate that man! Don’t dare! Please don’t try anything half-baked. He’s too smart, too terribly smart! This isn’t any parlor game. You can’t just go and tell a plain lie and expect him to swallow it. You said it yourself. Assume he’s guilty. Then he’s bound to check. He’ll be very wary.”


“Let him check,” said Francis coldly. “Let him be wary.”


Jane closed her eyes. She heard his voice go on, now quick and excited.


“What you do is, you go back. Send me her handwriting. All you can find. Steal it. Send me pictures of her. Good ones.”


“But, Fran—”


“Got to have them. Think about it.”


“There’s a roll,” said Jane slowly, as if he had hypnotized her, “that Althea had in her camera. She had them developed last week and they all cried over the ones with Mathilda.”


“Those are the ones I want.”


“But, Fran—”


“Don’t ‘but.’”


“Fran, you’re crazy!” She opened her eyes.


“Am I?” said Francis quietly. “O.K. The point is, I intend to get in there and find out what happened to Rosaleen. Because if anybody hurt her, he will get hurt. I don’t mind what methods I use, or what trouble I take, or what lies I tell, or bribes I have to pay. If this is the way you get in and find out, then this is the way I go. You can’t stop me. I don’t think you want to, really. You might as well help, don’t you think?”
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